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This study examines the political perspective of Ngugi 
wa Thiong'o, his view of the responsibility of the African 
writer, his characterization, and his stylistic development 
in an attempt to access his works as political statements as 
well as artistic achievements. The study includes a historical 
background and deals primarily with Ngugi's four novels. 
The effect of political transition and social upheaval 
upon the psychological perceptions of the Kenyan communities 
of Ngugi's novels is a theme which surfaces consistently. He 
gives his accessment of these political and social issues in 
his collection of essays,Homecoming(1972). The stance he takes 
in these essays on culture, politics and writing contributes 
considerably to the interpretation of certain related aspects 
of his novels. His view of the role of the African writer 
develops from his ideas on culture and politics. This re¬ 
lationship is analysed for its implications for Ngugi's ideas 
and also his life. 
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Reaction to and interaction with the political and 
economic forces within a community in social transition are 
the primary focus of Weep Not, Child(1964) and A Grain of 
Wheat(1967). These issues remain important after indepen¬ 
dence. The contemporary complexities of political and eco¬ 
nomic survival in a thriving city bring the subject of the 
interaction of power relationships with individual conscious¬ 
ness to the forefront in the novel, Petals of Blood(1977). 
Ngugi's characters display various levels of political con¬ 
sciousness, from that of a traitor to that of a revolutionary 
fighter. All of his major characters must contend with a 
changing social climate. Their decisions in such an atmos¬ 
phere as war or other social turmoil result from their 
perceptions of themselves and their roles in society. 
The conclusion emphasizes the design of Ngugi's works 
as realistic psychological portrayals of the effect of social 
transition on the lives of his fictional Gikuyu communities, 
and how this design springs from his commitment to and iden¬ 
tification with the peasant and working classes of society. 
Introduction 
For a period during 1977 and 1978, Ngugi wa Thiong'o, 
Kenya's most celebrated author, was held in detention by 
his government. After release, he was not allowed to re¬ 
turn to the University of Nairobi, where he had been Professor 
and chairman of the Department of Literature. The general 
cause for this official action is Ngugi's political views 
and the criticisms of the Kenyan government found in his 
works. The immediate cause seems to have been his play, 
Ngaahika Ndenda ("I Will Marry at My Will"), written with 
Ngugi wa Miri, and initially performed by working people 
in the Limuru district. After a month, local officials re¬ 
fused to renew the play's license. They felt the play was 
too incitive and revolutionary. 
What makes Ngugi's writings incitive and revolution¬ 
ary? This thesis seeks to answer this and related questions 
by analysing the political theories and political conscious¬ 
ness which are espoused in his literary works. All Ngugi's 
works as a mature writer illustrate an acute awareness of 
the political and social environment of Kenya. This aware¬ 
ness extends from pre-colonial Kenya to the present. There¬ 
fore a general familiarity with Kenyan history is necessary 
for understanding Ngugi's works. The following capsulized 
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history of Kenya during its colonial and initial post-colon¬ 
ial period focuses on the events which most influenced the 
development of Ngugi's political perceptions and form the 
social setting of his novels. 
Ngugi was born in Limuru, Kenya in 1938. Repressive 
government actions became familiar to him early in life 
because of the British colonial government. He was a stu¬ 
dent during part of the "The Emergency", the time of the vio¬ 
lent armed struggle between the British colonial government 
and the Land and Freedom Army (also called the Mau Mau). The 
resistance of the Kenyan people to colonialism culminated in 
this virtual war, which began in 1952. However there had 
been acts of resistance from the time that the British began 
their efforts to settle in Kenya. 
In the early twentieth century the larger scale usur¬ 
pation of the fertile highlands of Kenya by Britian and other 
continual burdens of colonial repression led to the first 
large anti-colonial organization, the Kenyan Central Associa¬ 
tion, in the early twenties. This organization, led by Harry 
Thuku, was composed primarily of people of the Gikuyu ethnic 
grouping. When Thuku was arrested in 1922, a general strike 
caused temporary panic in the colonial government. The Brit¬ 
ish troops opened fire into the large demonstration in pro¬ 
test of Thuku's arrest; they killed twenty-two people. Ex¬ 
pensive and unfair taxes, increased appropriation of African 
land, and a labor registration process similar to South Afri- 
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ca's passbook are a few of the measures that the colonial 
government used to sap the wealth and manpower of the Kenyan 
land and people. It was these and other injustices that event¬ 
ually led to the armed resistance. 
When the government declared a state of Emergency in 
1953, thousands of Kenyans (mostly Gikuyu, Embu, and Meru), 
fled into the forests of Mount Kenya and the Abarderes.^ 
During this time, many of the independent schools, set up by 
the Gikuyu as alternatives to mission schools, were forced 
to close, and at the same time, Kenyan nationalist leaders 
were herded into jail. Ngugi attended one of these inde¬ 
pendent schools for a few years. The people had established 
them as alternatives to the schools which were introduced 
with colonization. 
The organization of the people of the forests became 
the "Land and Freedom Army," which for the next four years 
waged a guerilla war against the British and thereby changed 
the course of Kenyan history. Due to their location in the 
center of preferred white settlement and their long history 
of struggle and organized anti-colonial activity, the Gikuyu 
people were particularly singled out as enemies of the white 
settler government. The repressive measures of the British 
led from atrocity to atrocity against the Kenyan people. 
-^-Donald Barnett and Karari Njama, Mau Mau from Within, 
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1966), p.71. 
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A significant sector of the European settler 
community tended to interpret the emergency declar¬ 
ation and legislation as promulgating a sort of 'open 
season' on Kikuyu, Embu, and Meru tribesmen. Forced 
confessions, beatings, robbery of stock, food and 
clothing, brutalities of various sorts and outright 
killings were frequent occurrences to arouse a fear in 
the hearts of most Kikuyu that the intent of the white 
man was to eliminate the whole Kikuyu tribe.2 
In this atmosphere of apprehension and hatred many young 
Kenyans joined the forest groups. Thousands of Kenyans were 
detained in prison camps, beaten, murdered, even massacred 
by British soldiers or their African counterparts, the "Home 
Guard". However, the Land and Freedom Army was able to strike 
9 
significant blows and to fetter the colonialists to the point 
that they could not continue their settler colony. 
With Jomo Kenyatta, the great leaders of Mau Mau such 
as Dedan Kimathi, Stanley Mathenge, and Warhui Itote (General 
China), became folk heroes to the Gikuyu and other victimized 
Kenyans. The strength of the resistance and the cultural 
inspiration of its leaders were the decisive factors in the 
capitulation of the colonial government. The resistance was 
not only in the forests, but also in the villages, because 
families, friends and the loved ones of the freedom fighters 
also waged a war against colonialism. This is not to say 
that all Kenyans or all Gikuyu supported Mau Mau, because 
there were many betrayals and some British loyalists among 
the Kenyans. 
2 Njama, Mau Mau From Within, p. 71. 
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Forty-one years after the general strike and after much 
killing, Kenya became independent from British rule. With 
Jomo Kenyatta as Prime Minister (he later became President), 
the government bureaucracy, which formerly had Africans 
only in clerical and similar low level positions, gradually 
became almost totally Black. But the administration remained 
economically and politically dependent because of foreign 
investment and British control of much of the wealth of the 
country. Kenyatta's post-independence policies proved him 
to be a close friend of Western interests rather than the 
reformer that he had seemed to many of his people. The 
expectations of the people of Kenya did not materialize 
after independence. Such, at any rate, is the judgement of 
Ngugi wa Thiong'o and others. 
An independence drawn up by the colonial power and 
predicated on the termination of all revolutionary forces 
and on the collaboration of African traitors cannot offer 
real freedom. It is ironic that the new Kenyan government 
had to make a loan for millions of dollars to buy back the 
land from the white settlers, land which the whites had 
expropriated from the Kenyans. Unfortunately, the thousands 
of Kenyan workers and peasants did not know that the African 
administrators would not be responsive to the wants and needs 
of the people. 
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When some of the politicians claimed that those who 
fought in the forests did not benefit from the fruits 
of independence, Kenyatta publicly castigated them as 
worthless and said they lacked ambition since they did 
not want to join the rush to accumulate wealth. The 
conspicuous consumption of the president and his family 
led the people to disregard his constant call for 'ha- 
rambee', which had become Kenyatta's political trade¬ 
mark. 
This call for 'pulling together' was a shallow 
cover for the arrest of working-class leaders and the 
destruction of popular political expression and par¬ 
ticipation. When the workers protested the high prices 
and low wages, Kenya's new leaders began to outdo the 
true owners of capital in their frenzied demands for 
industrial peace.^ 
Independent Kenya brought little gain to most Kenyans, 
wealth to only a few. The newly formed middle class or petite- 
bourgeoisie made of educated clerks, some chiefs, and others 
associated with these groups, were the basic few who gained 
significantly by the independence. Many had actually colla¬ 
borated with the British. Ngugi states: 
The trouble, of course, is that many African middle 
classes helped to smother the revolutionary demands 
of the majority of peasants and workers and negotiated 
a treaty of mutual trust with the white colonial power 
structure. In fighting for independence, some of the 
African intelligensia only wanted that which was for¬ 
bidden to them, or rather they saw the struggle in 
terms of their immediate needs, nurtured by the social 
position they had attained under the colonial system, 
whose fulfillment was however frustrated by the racism 
inherent in the system.^ 
^Horace Campbell, "Kenyatta: Capital's Friend Kenyan's 
Enemy," Guardian, 20 September, 1978, p. 15. 
^Ngugi wa Thiong'o, "Towards a National Culture," in 
Homecoming: Essays on African and Caribbean Literature, 
Culture and Politics, (New York: Lawrence Hill, 1972), p. 12. 
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Thus independence, an independent Kenya, meant little more 
than black faces replacing white faces as exploiters. The 
contempt and condescension toward the peasant and worker 
remained intact. 
Against this historical background, Ngugi grew to 
become an outspoken writer and critic. His observation 
of the conditions of life and society in Kenya, and his 
familiarity with revolutionary theory led him to his present 
belief that freedom for Kenyans can only be found through 
social and political change. 
Ngugi's arrest is a testimony to the effectiveness of 
his social criticism and his art as statements of social 
protest. In the center of his political thought is the fact 
that capitalism can never offer total freedom and dignity of 
life to black people anywhere in the world. His call for 
social change is one with his belief in socialism. Only 
through socialism he believes, can the quality and dignity 
of life be regained for the African. He commits his life 
and his literary works to the task of social transformation, 
therefore this examination of his thoughts and works is also 
an examination of his contribution to the revolutionary move¬ 
ment of his people. 
The following analysis covers Ngugi's characterizations, 
plots, theses, and ideas. Chapter 1 gives an overview of 
-8- 
Ngugi's political perspective as expressed in his essays, 
and as demonstrated in some aspects of his works. This 
chapter also examines his view of the African writer. Chap¬ 
ter II presents an analysis of the function of conscious¬ 
ness (political), in the lives of Ngugi's characters in the 
novels Weep Not, Child(1964) and Grain of Wheat(1967). Chap¬ 
ter III gives an interpretation of the political themes of 
his novels, with the primary focus placed on Petals of Blood 
(1977). The function of politics and consciousness and their 
relationship to "struggle" is a major part of the substance 
of the conclusion, since Ngugi places much emphasis on the 
writer's involvement. The total analysis will attempt to 
show that Ngugi is an inspiring creative artist, as well as 
an effective political writer. 
CHAPTER I 
The African Writer and Commitment 
Ngugi1s political perspective has as its core a desire 
to put an end to neocolonialism, and this is what leads to 
his scathing criticisms of the ills of modern Kenya, and by 
extension, of African society. With the eventful historical 
background of his youth as a vantage point, he developed his 
political thought in light of the relationship between cul¬ 
ture and economics. Economics and the power relationships 
in society are also determiners of the cultural life of the 
people; therefore the disruption and replacement of the 
traditional African cultures came about in the process of 
colonization. The disruption of the cultural life of certain 
peoples of Kenya and the onslaught of Christian missionaries 
were two of the initial evils of British colonialism accord¬ 
ing to Ngugi. More than any other theme, the theme of the 
after effects of cultural disruption pervades Ngugi's writing 
He sees a need to restructure Kenyan society so that cultural 
harmony and economic security can return. From this stance 
he examines the Kenyan society in which he lives. He ana¬ 
lyzes the various social forces and power infuences in the 
society and thereby expresses his view of the role of the 
African writer, artist, and intellectual in relationship to 
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the movements of the workers and peasants. This concentrated 
and realistic view of life and art gives Ngugi his reputation 
as a radical and committed writer. 
From the standpoint he takes in Homecoming: Essays on 
African and Caribbean Literature, Culture, and Politics, the 
main components of his political perspective can be grouped 
as follows: a belief that Christianity (as defined and prac¬ 
ticed by the colonialists) and capitalism are incompatible 
with African freedom; the insistance that cultural concerns 
be an inherent part of a people's struggle; the demand that 
art and the artist act as voice and interpreter in the move¬ 
ment of African workers and peasants. Through an analysis 
of African history, culture, and literature, he concludes 
that certain conditions must be met before Kenyan society 
can provide an adequate life for the majority of its people. 
He demands that the African artist involve himself in this 
process of shaping the future. This process is the trans¬ 
formation of the society to a "socialized" society. 
The colonial presence in Africa introduced two of the 
major creations of the Western world: capitalism and Christ¬ 
ianity (although, of course, Christianity did have its be¬ 
ginnings in the Middle East). These two systems, one econo¬ 
mic and one cultural, remained after colonialism. The re¬ 
lationship between the two is particularly clear to Ngugi 
because of his observations of the social relationships which 
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existed between the missionaries and the Kenyans. Christi¬ 
anity mandated that the Kenyan relinquish traditional values 
and culture in order to embrace the Christian faith. On 
this subject Ngugi has stated: 
The coming of Christianity also set in motion a 
process of social change, involving rapid disintegra¬ 
tion of the tribal set-up and the frame-work of social 
norms and values by which people had formerly ordered 
their lives and relationship to others.^. This was es¬ 
pecially true of the Central Province /of Kenya/, where 
the Church of Scotland Mission, which has a highly 
strict puritan tradition, could not separate the strict¬ 
ly Christian dogma or doctrine from the European scale 
of values, and from European customs. The evidence 
that you were saved was not whether you were a be¬ 
liever in and follower of Christ, and accepted all men 
as equals:the measure of your Christian love and char¬ 
ity was in preserving the outer signs and symbols of 
a European way of life; whether you dressed as European 
did, whether you had acquired European good manners, 
liked European hymns and tunes, and of course whether 
you had refused to have your daughter circumsized. 
Thus to become a full member of the Christian faith, the 
Kenyan had to deny his African roots. 
...It meant the rejection of those values and rit¬ 
uals that held us together: it meant adopting what in 
effect was a debased European middle-class mode of liv¬ 
ing and behavior. The European missionary had attacked 
the primitive rites of our people, had condemned our 
beautiful African dances, the images of our gods, re¬ 
coiling from their suggestion of Satanic sensuality. 
The early African convert did the same, often with even 
greater zeal, for he had to prove how Christian he was 
through this rejection of his past and roots.2 
Conflict between Christians and Kenyan traditional re¬ 
ligious customs is a theme that surfaces in some of Ngugi's 
^Ngugi, "Church, Culture and Politics", in Homecoming, 
p. 31. 
2Ibid., p. 32. 
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earlier writing. Joshua, an African minister in "The Village 
Priest" despairs because the white man's god cannot deliver 
rain; therefore his fellow Makuyu villagers have enlisted 
the tribal rainmaker to end the drought. The rain comes 
after the rainmaker offers sacrifice to the tribal God; con¬ 
sequently Joshua feels defeated, embarrassed, and puzzled. 
The success of the rainmaker causes Joshua to conclude that 
the Christian God responds only to the prayers of a white 
man. He then concludes that he needs to make peace with 
the Agikuyu God (the God of his people). Since the rain¬ 
maker discovers him trying to repent to his original deity, 
Joshua is further humiliated. He shamefully leaves the 
sacrificial tree. In remorse, he confesses his act to the 
white missionary who had initiated him into the Christian 
faith. 
Joshua's conversion results in his alienation from the 
traditional culture of his people. His acceptance of 
Christianity is reflected in his adaptation of the European 
dwelling—he is the only one in the village who lives in 
a "tin-roofed rectangular building"3—a house. He is one of 
the earliest converts in an isolated village, and therefore 
he doesn't have the constant reinforcement of a mission or 
missionary. His attempt to break completely with the tra¬ 
ditional religion of his people is hindered by his environ- 
^Ngugi wa Thiong'o, "The Village Priest", in Secret 
Lives, (London: Heinemann, 1975), p. 23. 
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ment, since the Makuyu villagers have not seen any evidence 
of the power of the Christian God or any proof that Joshua 
can deliver them from the drought. In this case Joshua's 
attempt to deny his African customs and religion results 
in frustration because he still sees them as effective 
means for aid. His fundamental perception of the world 
is still guided by his own culture, despite his fervent 
commitment to tenets of an alien culture. 
The appearance of Livingstone, the white missionary, 
at the conclusion of the story presents a dramatic end to 
Joshua's humiliating episode. He does not speak while 
Joshua recounts his sinful act; instead he listens and 
softens to Joshua's admitted weakness. Joshua returns to 
the Christian God because of humiliation and wounded pride 
rather than true faith. Livingstone realizes this, and is 
convinced that he now has a devout follower. He now knows 
that this man (Joshua) is sufficiently alienated from his 
tribe, and that his pride will not allow him to return to 
the old ways. Livingstone looks upon him with the "condes¬ 
cending sympathy of a man sure of a new and stronger follow¬ 
er. Joshua's alienation from his tribe makes him incap¬ 
able of returning to the old God of the Makuyu. His bearing, 
his religion, and his house set him apart from his fellow 
villagers. 
^Ngugi, "The Village Priest", p. 27. 
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This village priest is still more African that European 
in his perception of religion and life, even though he is 
trying to change. Since he is one of the earliest converts, 
he is in a crude state of development into a Christian. A 
detailed and vivid description of the conflict caused by 
this religious change is discussed in Ngugi's first novel, 
The River Between.^ This novel deals with the struggle for 
power between two sectarian groups within bordering Gikuyu 
villages. Makuyu is the village which worships in the tra¬ 
ditional religion, and Kameno is the Christian village. 
Caught between the two factions is Waiyaki, an intelligent 
young educator, who looks to the promise of the future. 
Although he possesses keen insight and public charisma, 
Waiyaki's simplistic faith in the goodness of human nature 
brings him to strife. In his attempt to bring education as 
enlightenment to his people, he overlooks the real threat 
of human weaknesses such as jealousy, envy, greed, and 
religious rigidity. His love for Nyambura, the daughter 
of the Christian preacher, Joshua, serves to further isolate 
him from both communities and to arm his enemies against him. 
The coming of the missionaries and their religion 
brings an old rivalry between the two communities into the 
shape of a religious conflict. Livingstone appears in this 
5Ngugi wa Thiong'o, The River Between, (London: Heinemann, 
1965). Although written before Weep Not, Child, (1964), this 
book was Ngugi's second published novel. Subsequent quotations 
cited in text as Weep Not. 
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novel as Waiyaki's teacher at the Siriana Mission School. 
He, like the other mission teachers, sees in Waiyaki "a 
possible brave Christian leader of the church" (River. p. 22) . 
Joshua is a fully developed character modeled from 
"The Village Priest". He accepts the Christian faith total¬ 
ly and looks condescendingly upon the religion and customs 
of his tribe. His acceptance of Christianity also brings 
him to a passive acceptance of the colonialist government. 
While his fellow villagers fret and puzzle over the announce¬ 
ment of the coming of colonial taxation, Joshua regards the 
move as something which is necessary. They blame him for 
the white man's "interference" in their lives. 
Joshua did not mind this. He himself knew what a 
government was, having learnt about this from Living¬ 
stone. He knew it was his duty as a Christian to obey 
the Government, giving unto Caesar the things that are 
Caesar's and to God things that are God's. That was 
what he wanted every Christian to do (River, p. 31). 
The relationship between Christianity and colonialism shows 
clearly in Joshua's perception of his duty: the coming of 
Christianity facilitated the coming of colonial rule. Passive 
acceptance of colonial domination could be mandated and vin¬ 
dicated through Christian doctrine just as the earlier en¬ 
slavement of African people could be justified by using 
Christian doctrine. 
Christianity, like other religions, is an institutional 
socializing force which can be used to organize large groupings 
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of people. Therefore it was used in an attempt to regulate 
Kenyan acceptance of colonial rule. In early mission schools 
the Kenyan learned to read and to obey the bible. Implicit 
in the missionary interpretation of the bible was the idea 
of obedience to the rulers (the colonial government). As 
Kenyans were acculturated to Christianity, they also were 
taught that they should accept economic exploitation. Ngugi 
states that most Kenyans, (who could see clearer than a Joshua), 
equated the missionaries with the white settlers who stole 
their land. 
Even our people came to see the Church and the settler 
community as one. The Gikuyu saying "Gutiri Muthurgu 
na Mubia" (i.e., there is no difference between the 
European and the missionary priest) is a good example 
of this identification of the missionary with the 
settler.° 
And sometimes the missionaries were propertied settlers: 
Often missionaries became landowners and kept 
cattle on the stolen lands, and these flourished 
very well under African labour. This on top of 
similar alienation of land by settlers made people 
see religion as something to blind the black races 
with while the white race stole people's national 
property.7 
Joshua is one of those who is made blind by religion. Con¬ 
sequently he sees no injustice in paying taxes to the colon¬ 
ialists for land owned by his people. 
6"Church, Culture, and Politics", p. 33. 
7Ibid. 
-17- 
The conflict between the two religions in The River 
Between remains unresolved because of the attendant political 
and cultural problems. Muthoni, Joshua's younger daughter, 
tries to bridge the gap between the two conflicting beliefs 
by participating in the traditional female circumcision 
ritual. This act (the circumcision), is a direct rebellion 
against her father, but she wants to be a full Gikuyu woman 
too. She dies from an infection contracted during the cere¬ 
mony, and then becomes a legend in the tribe. To the Christ¬ 
ians she represents the sinner who is punished for dis¬ 
obedience and reversion to paganism; to the traditionalists 
her death is the vengeance of their God, Murungu, for her 
embracing of the white man's religion. However, Muthoni 
dies at peace with herself, believing that she has found 
the synthesis between the two religions. 
Muthoni, Waiyaki, and Nyambura become martyrs in a 
conflict which none of them can resolve. The problem posed 
by the coming of Christianity was only the surface of a much 
greater conflict which the Christian faith facilitated. The 
disruption and eventual destruction of traditional customs 
of the Gikuyu are pictured in its early stages in The River 
Between. Ngugi's later works show the long-range result of 
Christianity and colonialism in Kenya. 
What Ngugi sees as the greatest weakness of the church 
is its allegiance to colonialism (and therefore to capitalism), 
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and its subsequent historically incorrect and morally unjust 
opposition to the Kenyan armed struggle. Officially the 
church in Kenya held that Mau Mau was a "savage and anti- 
Christian" movement, but for the Kenyan people Mau Mau was 
a means to freedom from colonial rule, ultimately their only 
effective means. 
Thus it came to pass that the Church became the 
greatest opponent of the African struggle for freedom. 
The Church opposed Mau Mau, but never the colonial 
Caesar. It saw the Mau Mau liberation movement as 
being savage and anti-Christian: it did not see the 
policies of the colonial powers, in depriving people 
of their land, in making them work for pittance, in 
depriving them of legal rights, in having them beaten 
and mistreated by the Delameres and the Grogans, as 
the exact opposite of all the Church was supposed to 
stand for. The Church appeared to say: the white 
Caesar can do no wrong; white is good, while black 
is bad and wrong. The Church, instead of fighting 
against the real colonial anti-Christ, vigorously 
fought against those who were prepared to lose their 
lives that many might live.** 
Throughout Ngugi's discussion of Christianity in this 
essay, he shows the linkage of the church with ruling classes 
in society. If the African church aligns itself with the 
African elite, then the independent African church will 
survive at the expense of the Kenyan masses just as its 
privileged adherents do. Ngugi sees that the only viable 
way the African church can make a positive contribution to 
the people is by helping to "move away from the strange land 
. 9 
of capitalism, neo-colonialism and western middle-class culture." 
^"Church, Culture, and Politics", pp. 33-34. 
®Ibid., p. 36. 
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This means an elimination of the economic system which con¬ 
tinues to deliver the wealth of the society to a few Africans 
and western business interests, while the majority of the 
people remain at a subsistence level of living. 
The cultural and economic systems of the West manifest 
themselves most in what Ngugi refers to as "Western middle- 
class culture". The African middle-class, which started un¬ 
der colonialism and which grew substanially after independence 
exemplifies this cultural leaning since they are the ones 
who gained the most during independence. Ngugi writes: 
The effect of the colonial presence was to create 
an elite who took on the tongue and adopted the style 
of the conquerors. They hearkened to the voice of 
the missionary's God, cried Hallelujah, and raised 
their eyes to Heaven. They derided the old gods and 
they too recoiled with a studied (or genuine) horror 
from the primitive rites of their people. The rest, 
for the colonial system by its nature had room for 
only a few, were often deprived of their land and 
then herded into settlers' farms, or to urban centres 
to become hewers of wood and drawers of water. The 
first group lost contact with their roots, they despised 
anything that smelt of the primitive past. ... The 
other group remained close to the soil and never com¬ 
pletely lost contact with their traditions. The re¬ 
silience of African cultures was somehow able to with¬ 
stand a certain amount of battering and propaganda. . . . 
In the struggle for independence the peasants and often 
the urban workers invoked their ancestral Gods for 
strength to fight the foe. They adapted traditional 
rhythms, songs, and dances to the new needs of the 
struggle.10 
Ngugi sees this reflowering of the traditional songs as pro¬ 
test songs as a positive creative use of culture. Because 
10.. Towards a National Culture", p. 10. 
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the peasants and workers remain closest to the soil, they can 
transform the oral tradition into weapons useful against their 
exploiters. Members of the African elite cannot do this be¬ 
cause they have been successfully alienated from their true 
cultural heritage by years of privilege. Ngugi points out 
that the Négritude movement is one example of the African 
middle-class' search for their cultural heritage. The pro¬ 
blem with their conceptualization is that these elite artists 
and intellectuals see the return to the traditional ritual 
and custom as an end in itself, without understanding the 
neccessity for "political and economic liberation.... the es¬ 
sential condition for cultural liberation." Since these 
people are not involved in the actual process of dismantl¬ 
ing the repressive system, their creative function is limited. 
The Mau Mau rebellion is the central focus in the play 
The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976), and in the novel, Grain 
of Wheat (1967). In each work there are recreations of the 
traditional songs used as protest songs during the Emergency. 
Some of the songs refer to Gikuyu Gods, some refer to Christ¬ 
ian mythology, with both employed functionally to inspire re¬ 
volt against oppression. They express a cultural heritage 
and simultaneously give vent to a people's anger and frustra¬ 
tion. The verses sometimes refer to the ancient foreparents, 
Gikuyu and Mumbi, and other times they relate a particular 
11 
"Towards a National Culture", p. 11. 
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injustice. In the following example, the song compares the 
people of the village to the Israelites of the bible. The 
people sing it as they dig trenches for the Homeguard during 
the Emergency. 
The Children of Israel 
When they were in Misri 
Were made to do work 
Harder than that done 
by cows and donkeys.12 
Another example is the song of Wambuku, a woman who dies from 
a beating inflicted upon her by a homeguard. He beats her 
even though she is pregnant. 
When I remember Wambuku 
A woman who was beautiful so 
How she raised her eyes to heaven 
Tears from the heart freely fleely flow. 
Pray true 
Praise him true 
For He is ever the same God. 
Who will forget the sun and dust today 
And the trench I dig with blood! 
When they pushed me into the trench 
Tears from my heart freely flowed. Grain, p. 126 
Although the songs are not violent weapons, they are power¬ 
ful ones. They serve as a means to show defiance and hostility 
toward the Homeguard and the British soldiers. Through the 
use of the songs and the reference to Gikuyu foreparents, 
the people are able to keep a sense of dignity and hope, re¬ 
membering their God and their freedom. 
On the use of culture as a weapon of resistance, the 
African leader Amilcar Cabral stated: 
12Ngugi, Grain of Wheat, (London: Heinemann, 1967), 
p. 126. All subsequent quotations cited as Grain. 
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The value of culture as an element of resistance 
to foreign domination lies in the fact that culture 
is the vigorous manifestation on the ideological or 
idealist plane of the physical and historical reality 
of the society that is dominated or to be dominated. 
Culture is simultaneously the fruit of a people's his¬ 
tory and a determinant of history, by the positive or 
negative influence which it exerts on the evolution of 
relationships between man and his environment, among 
men or groups of men within a society, as well as among 
different societies. Ignorance of this fact may ex¬ 
plain the failure of several attempts at foreign domin¬ 
ation—as well as the failure of some international 
liberation movements.13 
Just as Cabral sees culture as a deciding factor in a 
national liberation struggle, Ngugi sees it as a major factor 
in liberation from neo-colonial rule—the break with capital¬ 
ism. He concludes that society must be free from capitalism 
in order to produce a harmonious culture beneficial to all 
its people. Before colonialism there were many African soci¬ 
eties which were communal and culturally harmonious; there¬ 
fore he sees a need to restructure the society, to evolve a 
socialized economy which can support a national culture free 
from the exploitive forces at work within present day African 
societies. This should help gain the harmony of the past, 
but not the economy or the total traditions of the past.-*-4 
Although Ngugi argues for the inclusion of the cultural 
heritage and tradition in the African struggle for change, he 
l-^Amilcar Cabral, "National Liberation and Culture", in 
Return to the Source: Selected Speeches of Amilcar Cabral, ed. 
by African Information Service, (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1973), p. 41. 
l^Ngugi, "Towards a National Culture", p. 12. 
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is not advocating a reversion to the past. In fact his major 
criticism of the current attempt to fashion a modern national 
culture in the developing nations is the common confusion 
between a functionally relevant national culture and "ir¬ 
relevant traditionalism". He writes: 
There are people, honest people who confuse culture 
with irrelevant traditionalism; it is surely not 
possible to lift traditional structures and culture 
intact into modern Africa.15 
A simplistic fascination for the customs and traditions of 
the past cannot provide the foundation for a lasting national 
culture. 
The type of cultural representations that Ngugi wants 
Kenyans to avoid is described in his novel, Petals of Blood.16 
After tremendous and swift growth, a once isolated town, 
Ilmorog,is transformed into a thriving industrial city. Karega, 
a young teacher, and labor organizer, returns to the city after 
its transformation. One of the tourist attractions is the 
"Tourist Village". This is a section set aside where visitors 
come to observe the "primitive" customs (songs and dances) of 
the tribe. But Karega finds the attraction to be a cheap ren¬ 
dition of the old ways motivated by profit. 
Once or twice he went to the Tourist Village. He 
liked the songs and dances of the older generation. But 
l^ibid. 
l^Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Petals of Blood, (London: Heinemann, 
1977). Subsequent references to this novel cited as Petals. 
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when he saw how Nderi wa Riera and his managing con¬ 
sortium of German and Greek proprietors had so mummified 
them and drained them of all emotion and meaning; when 
he saw how fat tourists carrying cameras chewing gum 
and adjusting their safari hats clapped and cheered at 
this acrobatic nothingness, he was disgusted and swore 
he would never return (Petals, p. 304). 
Thus the manifestations of a people's culture become com¬ 
mercialized tourist attractions. In the New Ilmorog, the 
vestiges of the old traditions become "acrobatic nothingness" 
due to the alienation of the people from their traditions, 
and due to the gap between the past and the present. 
Ngugi states that neither culture nor history is a 
static process and therefore they must change with the un¬ 
folding of events. For African cultures to serve an aesthetic 
yet functional purpose, they must be as dynamic as the pro¬ 
cess of history which produces them. It is the economics 
which shape history and culture, consequently, a culture 
which thrived before colonialism cannot provide the necessary 
elements for modern Africa. 
The aesthetic interpretation of the political and 
cultural elements of African society is largely left to the 
African artists and intellectuals. In his view of the total 
African society, Ngugi designs a role for the artist too. 
Just as he sees culture as a dynamic process, he sees that 
the African writer must be willing to change with the times. 
This is because the artist, must involve himself in the social 
movement of the people. Ngugi emphasizes the need for the 
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African writer to be a part of the movement of the peasants 
and workers in society. This accounts for the style and con¬ 
tent of some of his writing, such as The Trial of Dedan 
Kimathi, and the play discussed earlier, Ngaahika Ndenda. 
Both plays intend to give Kenyans a picture of themselves 
and the social forces that shape their lives. The works also 
intend to show the people how they are involved in the making 
of history. In the preface to The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 
Ngugi writes: 
In this we believe that Kenyan Literature—indeed 
all African literature, and its writers is on trial. 
We cannot stand on the fence. We are either on the 
side of the people or aiding imperialism and the 
class enemies of the people. We believe that good 
theatre is that which is on the side of the people, 
that which, without masking mistakes and weaknesses 
gives courage and urges them to higher resolves in 
their struggle for total liberation. So the challenge 
was to truly depict the masses (symbolized by Kimathi) 
in the only historically correct perspective: positivel; 
heroically and as the true makers of history.-*-' 
Clearly, these are definitive statements of Ngugi's 
expectations of the African artist. He sees no incompat¬ 
ibility between art and politics; for him, they are comple¬ 
mentary components of the same historical process. 
In Ngugi's works the intellectual artist is notably 
absent since most of his heroes and heroines originate from, 
and remain in the peasant class in Kenyan society. However, 
as narrator of the stories he includes himself as one of the 
l^Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Preface, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, 
(London: Heinemann, 1976). 
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members of the class. He identifies with the plight and 
the aspirations of the people of the communities such as the 
people of Thaibai described in Grain of Wheat. Therefore, 
for example, he uses a collective "we" to show that the 
1 8 "author-narrator" is also a part of the communities. 
Shatto Gakwandi asserts that the insistence that the 
heroes and heroines originate from the peasant class limits 
the focus of the novel. He further states that Ngugi some¬ 
times idealizes the "moral fortitude, physical endurance, 
and selflessness", of the people in his attempt to portray 
their involvement during the Emergency. He labels Ngugi 
"a committed writer" who overemphasizes the strength of the 
masses of Kenyans in order to counteract the earlier portray¬ 
als of the peasant class as a "passive class on whom history 
is made by the political and the military elite". 
For Ngugi, there is no doubt about the concentrated 
strength of the peasant and working classes in society. 
His political perspective bases its focus and goals upon 
the aspirations of these classes. The fact that Christianity 
justifies and enables capitalism to thrive upon the labor 
of these classes enhances his belief in the fortitude of 
these people, because they have endured. A national culture 
l^shatto Gakwandi, The Novel and Contemporary Experience 




which incorporates the artistic, written, and oral express¬ 
ions of the people, while also linking them with fruitful 
elements of the past is the only type culture he sees as 
worthy. A society founded on the principles of socialism, 
and guided by an intent to better the living conditions of 
Africans is what he envisions as the goal of the workers 
and peasants. Therefore, as an artist, he writes from this 
perspective and he encourages other African writers to take 
a similar stance. 
CHAPTER II 
Consciousness and Struggle: Character Development 
Commitment is a term critics often associate with Ngugi 
wa Thiong'o.^ His novels and plays unfold into unified por¬ 
traits of Kenyan life and society. By comparing them to his 
critical and political statements, a certain knowledge of the 
artist unfolds. It appears that Ngugi makes a conscious 
effort to live up to his own expectations of the African 
artist. In any case, the corpus of his novels ’already covers 
the spectrum of Kenyan society from pre-colonialism to the 
present, and portrays an accurate awareness of the historical 
period and social movement of the time. Within the plot of 
each novel characters react to and interact with the guiding 
political and economic forces in their lives at a given 
moment in time. 
The character's perception of his role in relationship 
to his environment and his people is what is here meant by 
his consciousness. In each of Ngugi's works all of his cha¬ 
racters take a stand or have a view of the social movement 
that surrounds them. None of his characters is allowed to 
remain neutral or apathetic. For this reason, this discussion 
will center on the Ngugi character, his consciousness and his 
- i 
See Gakwandi, The Novel and Contemporary Experience, 
pp. 108-119; Peter Nazareth, An African View of Literature, 
(Evanston: NorthwesternUniv. Press, 1974), pp.128-153. 
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involvement (or lack of involvement) in the social movement 
of his day. Through his character development, portrayed by 
the perception of the conflict in the lives of the major 
characters and its eventual influence on their fate, Ngugi 
intends to show the psychological aspects of social upheaval. 
In the novels Weep Not, Child and Grain of Wheat the con¬ 
sequences of the consciousness of the major characters is 
the dominant thematic element in the organization of the plots. 
In each of these novels there is disruption of or the 
threat of possible destruction of the society in which the 
people live. Each character must decide what his or her role 
will be in the process of societal change. There are several 
options, and the people can commit themselves to either side 
of the political struggle--that is, the side of the Kenyan 
peasant and worker, or the side of the British colonialists 
and their African lackeys. Those people such as Njoroge in 
Weep Not, Child and Mugo in Grain of Wheat who try to straddle 
the fence by attempting to remain uncommitted usually suffer 
extreme mental anguish and guilt. There is no place for 
apathy in Ngugi's concept of communities directly involved 
in some significant form of transition. 
From the perspective of the adolescent Njoroge, the main 
character of Weep Not, Child, the Mau Mau rebellion is some¬ 
thing inexplicable and frightening. He observes the disinte¬ 
gration of his family without understanding fully the reasons 
-30- 
for its downfall. At first his Christian faith blinds him to 
certain political realities. "Njoroge believed in the right¬ 
eousness of God. Therefore he thought all this would work 
out well in the end " (Weep Not, p. 94). He thinks of him¬ 
self as having a divine mission to save his people. "And 
he felt a bit awed that God may have chosen him to be the 
instrument of His Divine Services" (Weep Not, p. 94). Some 
critics believe that Njoroge's initial high minded expecta¬ 
tions of his role in life introduces a messionic theme which 
can be found in all of Ngugi's novels.^ However, Njoroge's 
hopes of leading his people are short lived and hardly basic 
to the plot. 
In his early school life Njoroge bases his confidence 
of a bright future upon his expectations from education and 
religion. The people of his community—peasants, workers, 
or members of the budding middle class place firm emphasis on 
the necessity of education. Ngotho, Njoroge's father, tells 
him: "Education is everything....You must learn to escape 
the conditions under which we live. It is a hard way. It 
is not much that a man can do without a piece of land" (Weep 
Not, p. 39). Although Ngotho's traditional leanings lead him 
to believe deeply the necessity for people to own land for 
survival, he also knows that education is the way of the 
^See Ime Ikiddeh, "James Ngugi as Novelist", in African 
Literature Today No. 2: A Journal of Explanatory Criticism, ed. 
Eldred Jones, (New York: Africana Pub. Co., 1969), p. 6; W. J. 
Howard, "Themes and Development in the Novels of Ngugi", in The 
Critical Evaluation of African Literature, ed. Edgar Wright, 
(Washington: INSCAPE, 1976), p. 108. 
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future. 
His brother, Kamau, tells Njoroge of the importance of 
education for the whole community: "Your learning is for 
all of us. Father says the same thing. He is anxious that 
you go, so you might bring light to our home. Education 
is the light of Kenya. That's what Jomo says" (Weep Not, 
p. 38). Kamau's vision of the importance of education comes 
from his nationalist outlook inspired by Jomo Kenyatta. Even 
though Njoroge has neither nationalist outlook nor a deep 
appreciation for land, he does have an acute sense of the 
importance of education. 
He instinctively knew that an indefinable demand was 
being made on him, even though he was so young. He 
knew that for him education would be the fulfillment 
of a wider and more significant vision—a vision that 
embraced the demand made on him, not only by his father, 
but also by his mother, his brothers, and even the 
village. He saw himself destined for something big 
and this made his heart glow (Weep Not, p. 39). 
Njoroge's religious beliefs combine with his vision of 
education. He pictures Gikuyu and Mumbi (the Gikuyu ancestral 
foreparents) as being the same as Adam and Eve, and therefore 
his Christian beliefs are syncretized with his Gikuyu beliefs. 
His religious beliefs are simplistic and innocent. 
Njoroge came to place faith in the Bible and with 
his vision of an educated life in the future was blend¬ 
ed a belief in the righteousness of God. Equity and 
justice were there in the world. If you did well and 
remained faithful to your God, the Kingdom of Heaven 
would be yours. A good man would get a reward from God; 
a bad man would harvest bad fruits. The tribal stories 
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told him by his mother had strengthened this belief 
in the virtue of toil and perseverance (Weep Not, p. 49). 
Njoroge's conception of life, then is a mixture of reverence 
for education and for religion. 
His belief in a future for his family and the 
village rested then not only on a hope for sound 
education but also on a belief in a God of love and 
mercy, who long ago walked on this earth with Gikuyu 
and Mumbi, or Adam and Eve (Weep Not, p, 49). 
Without understanding the depth of the complexities of 
the political conflict, Njoroge's simplistic beliefs cannot 
lead him to adulthood. It is only after he is shocked into 
reality by the terror and violence of the political conflict 
that he foregoes his religious naivete. Even then he cannot 
place himself into the scheme of things because his conscious¬ 
ness does not develop to an adequate awareness of his re¬ 
lationship to the economic and political situation he faces. 
This means that Njoroge avoids or is incapable of defining 
his role as an African in a colonial situation, and that he 
neither accepts nor rejects a nationalist outlook. 
At the point that Njoroge becomes aware of the stark 
reality of the situation in his village, the bankruptcy of 
his beliefs becomes clear to him. "God meant little to him 
now. For Njoroge had lost faith in all the things he had 
earlier believed in, like wealth, power, education and religion 
Even love, his last hope, had fled from him" (Weep Not, p. 134) 
Njoroge surrenders all his ideals because his political con¬ 
sciousness is not developed. Unlike his father and brothers 
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(who involve themselves directly in the conflict), Njoroge 
never comes to an awareness of the role of the people in the 
struggle for independence. His abstract beliefs are easily 
shattered, leaving him alienated, desolate, and confused. 
This frustration leads him to attempt suicide, for without 
his shallow ideals Njoroge does not have the courage to con¬ 
front reality. 
Peter Nazareth states that the "rationale for Mau Mau 
in intellectual terms" is absent in Weep Not, Child.^ The 
attempts of Boro (Njoroge's brother—a freedom fighter) and 
Njoroge's classmates to explain Mau Mau are ineffective be¬ 
cause they do not address the scope of the complexity of the 
movement. The fact that the major character does not become 
enlightened in the process of the story's development in¬ 
hibits the revelation of the political situation surrounding 
the events in the novel. Instead of an understanding of the 
rationale and impetus behind Mau Mau, Ngugi gives the emotion¬ 
al and physical shattering of a one time happy family unit. 
This is the emphasis of the story, the havoc that the conflict 
causes Ngotho's family. 
In other words Njoroge's inadequate perception of his 
place in a disrupted society restricts the story to a narrow 
view of the conflict. Thus the novel itself gives a limited 
view of consciousness since Njoroge is the major character 
3Nazereth, p. 148. 
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in the novel, and his thoughts make up the major portion of 
the narrative. On this point critics and reviewers of Weep 
Not, Child usually hold one of two distinct positions. They 
either see that Njoroge's "limited consciousness" is the major 
stylistic merit of the novel, or they see it as the major 
weakness of the novel. 
W. J. Howard also argues that Ngugi's presentation of 
the story through the eyes of Njoroge gives the novel less 
of a panoramic scope than it needs to support the historic 
background which causes the events of the story. 
He states: 
Although the author himself seems to have suffered 
through the events Weep Not, Child describes, in the 
novel he has isolated himself and the reader against 
a full and mature consideration of the implications 
that those historical events provoke; he has given 
in to the temptation to rise above the events...Ngugi 
has succombed to the inherent weakness of nineteenth 
and early twentieth century historical fiction, which 
needed to do more than successfully dramatize history. 
Very good historical prose fiction has always included 
an interpretation or reading of the history as part of 
its significant form (as in Patrick White, Joseph Conrad, 
or Chinua Achebe). This creative coming to terms with 
historical fact is absent from Weep Not, Child.4 
Howard believes that the problem posed by the subject of a 
historical situation, the political conflict in Weep Not, 
Child, must have a "socio-political" interpretation within 
the context of the story. Without this the story appears 
unnecessarily fragmented. 
^Howard, p. 112. 
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On the other hand Ime Ikiddeh argues that: 
Since he Njoroge is so one-dimensional, uncomplex and 
passive except for his sensitive nature and make-believe, 
and since the incidents of the novel are unfolded, more 
or less through his obviously limited consciousness, the 
writer could only have added more to the novel with the 
alternative risks of padding, anti-climax, or melodrama.® 
He further states: 
My view is that Ngugi neither intended nor needed to in¬ 
vest his boy-hero with any further dimensions. A point¬ 
er to this is the fact that only at the very end does 
Njoroge begin to grow up, and the growth has been the 
result of experience of the world of Evil....® 
Ikiddeh sees the structure and focal point of the novel as 
being "compatible with the author's artistic design". And 
therefore, "the result is not a great novel but one that is 
well done and readable."7 
Both Howard and Ikiddeh agree that the novel has a 
limited scope, but they view the projection of Njoroge's 
limited consciousness from different perspectives. 
The epitaph for Weep Not, Child advises: "The Drowning 
Clouds shall not be long victorious,...They shall not long 
possess the sky..." The story offers no clear cut hope or re¬ 
velation of new found understanding of life or the political 
situation for Njoroge because of his limited consciousness. 




Thus the one character who is fully portrayed ends in des¬ 
olation, with only a hint that the future may be salvaged. 
Ngugi deals with a small seqment of the community without 
showing the repercussions of the conflict on the live of 
the total community; he paints this greater panorama in 
Grain of Wheat. 
Characterization and history are the substance of 
Grain of Wheat. The are interwoven within a complex 
structure involving flashbacks and perspective shifts. The 
novel relays the stories of several main characters at the 
eve of independence. Through flashbacks their roles before, 
during, and after independence become clear. In each case, 
the character's consciousness had prescribed the roles that 
he or she played during the Emergency. Unlike the main char¬ 
acter of Weep Not, Child, the main characters of Grain of 
Wheat are all mature. They can make conscious decisions 
about their positions, although their choices are limited 
by colonization and by war. 
As stated before, Ngugi draws his African characters 
from the peasant class in Gikuyu society. Central to the 
novel is the character Kihika, who becomes a legendary hero. 
Kihika is one of the leaders of the freedom fighters. Kihika 
has perhaps the broadest vision and a type of class consci¬ 
ousness, for he sees the Mau Mau movement as a national struggle 
for Kenyan peasants and workers. Only his fellow generals 
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and freedom fighters share such a wide perspective of their 
struggle. 
Kihika's consciousness, that is—his nationalist out¬ 
look, guides him in the struggle against British colonialism. 
He interprets the words of the Christian Bible in the context 
of the historical period in which he lives. 
And the Lord spoke unto Moses 
Go unto Pharoah, and say unto him, 
Thus saith the Lord, 
Let my people go. 
Exodus 8:1 
It is the common element in all struggles against oppression 
that allows him to find justification for his fight in the 
Bible. He identifies the Kenyan people with the children 
of Israel. He views the passage above as his directive from 
God to deliver his people from the colonial Pharoah, with 
himself in the role of Moses. 
Kihika's perception of the struggle is clear at all 
times; Kenyans must do what is necessary to further the cause 
of Kenyan freedom. Therefore it is necessary to kill mission¬ 
aries, reactionaries (black and white), colonialists, and all 
others who interfere with the move toward freedom. He tells 
Mugo, the man who eventually betrays him: 
We must kill, put to sleep the enemies of Black 
man's freedom....a people united in faith are stronger 
than the bomb. They shall not tremble or run away be¬ 
fore the sword. Then instead the enemy shall flee... 
....(Grain, p. 166). 
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Peter Nazareth explains Kihika's motivation as the 
following: 
Kihika's "political" inspiration comes from the fight 
of people like Harry Thuku and the success of self- 
sacrificing leaders....but his "moral" inspiration 
comes from the Bible. 
Kihika is an idealist, a man who is willing to 
sacrifice himself for the sake of others. He even 
gives up the woman he loves, Wambuku, who fails to 
understand why he is leaving her. If Kihika is a 
man of action, it is because his action is an extension 
of his moral values. 
Kihika's struggle is for his people. Unlike others, he does 
not let personal happiness or personal loyalties come before 
his duty to his people. His life and death is that of a de¬ 
dicated revolutionary. As the quotations from his Bible in¬ 
dicate, he has revolutionary vision. 
In Gakwandi's critique of Grain of Wheat he refers to 
Kihika's references to the Bible as a "bizarre interpretation 
of the scriptures", and assigns it to "East African evangelism 
in which foreign religions are often seized with great en¬ 
thusiasm and re-interpreted to suit the people's own aspira- 
9 
tion". Of course this interpretation of the Bible gives 
Christianity a functional significance in the nationalist 
cause, which is why Kihika chooses certain passages from the 
Bible to underline for his emphasis in struggle. He perceives 
a necessity to explain Mau Mau from a moral stance, since he 
knows the colonialists are unjust, but consider their own 
cause to be just. 
^Nazareth, p. 144. 
^Gakwandi, p. 113. 
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Gakwandi also brings out another point about Kihika's 
political consciousness. He states that the Gikuyu (Kihika 
in particular) are aware " that they are part of a worldwide 
struggle against oppression and domination."1® Thus Kihika's 
vision and perception of his role in society is only part of 
a worldwide continuum of people trying to put an end to their 
oppression. Kihika is the only one of the fully developed 
characters of the novel who feels this so acutely. 
Whereas Kihika has a type of class perspective or con¬ 
sciousness, there are two people presented in Grain of Wheat 
whose consciousness can be considered the antithesis of Kihika's 
These are the characters Karanja and Mugo. Both are men who 
betray their people; one does it openly, while the other keeps 
it a secret until the Uhuru celebration. Some reviewers even 
think that the main theme of Grain of Wheat is that of betrayal. 
In any case, these two men suffer because of their individual¬ 
istic consciousness. Each rejects his role as supporter and 
contributor to the cause of Kenyan freedom. 
What Mugo wants most during the Emergency is to be left 
alone. He has a love for the land similar to that of Ngotho 
in Weep Not, Child; they both inherit this love from Gikuyu 
tradition. Mugo is an orphan and a loner. He does not real¬ 
ize that the political situation surrounding the war is such 
that noncommitment is impossible. Everyone must choose a side. 
lOGakwandi, p. 114. 
11See Charles E. Nnolim, "Background: Key to the Structure 
of Ngugi's The River Between," Obsidian, 2. (1976): 21. 
11 
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Unfortunately for Mugo, he does not actually take a stand; 
he is inadvertently drawn into the center of things. It is 
he who stops the Homeguard's brutal beating of Wambuku. And 
it is Mugo who the villagers hail as the village hero during 
the Uhuru celebration. For Mugo, all of this only adds to 
his guilt and frustration. 
Mugo possesses an odd type of courage which allows him 
to gain respect even after it is learned that he is the 
traitor among the people of Thaibai. Even though he wants 
to be left alone, he, like the other villagers, has a greater 
vision of his potential as a leader, prophet, and visionary 
of the people. In Gikuyu culture, Mugo wa Kibiro is the 
great visionary who told of the coming of the Europeans 
and their "iron snake" (railroad). 
Consequently, due to similarity in name and reputation 
for courage, the Mugo of Thaibai gains in comparative esteem. 
The villagers mistake his introspection for wisdom and under¬ 
standing. It increases his position as hero because it adds 
an aura of mystery to his character which reinforces his 
apparent links with the legendary figure. 
Mugo, who has recurrent dreams of greatness, dreams of 
himself as a leader of his people even as he wrestles with 
guilt over Kihika's betrayal. 
Mugo was now alone in the darkness. He felt he 
could embrace the whole night, could contain the 
world within his palms. For he walked on the edge 
of a revelation:....He remembered the words he shall 
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save the children of the needy. It must be him. It 
was he, Mugo, spared to save people like Githua, the 
old woman, and any who had suffered. Why not take the 
task? Yes. He would speak at the Uhuru celebrations. 
He would lead the people and bury his past in their 
gratitude. Nobody need ever know about Kihika. To 
the few, elect of God, the past was forgiven, was made 
clean by the great deeds that save many. It was so in 
the time of Jacob and Essau; it was so in the time of 
Moses (Grain, p. 110). 
This facet of Mugo's consciousness is an illusionary one, 
for it does not cause him to take action. He dreams of 
being a leader, but his apparently heroic deeds are guided 
either by nonchalance or by guilt such as is operative 
in his rescue of Wambuku. His visions are guided more by 
a longing for glory than by a sincere love for his people. 
His consciousness remains individualistic until the point 
of his impending death. He is pathetic because he only 
grasps the true significance of the struggle after he betrays 
Kihika. 
However, Mugo is not a coward; therefore he cannot live 
with self-deception or with the continual deception of his 
neighbors. 
And then suddenly he heard the village people around 
his hut singing Uhuru songs. Every word of praise 
carried for him piercing irony. What had he done for 
the village? What had he done for anybody? Yet he now 
saw this underserved trust in a new light, as the sweet¬ 
est thing in the world (Grain, p. 203). 
Mugo feels freer and at ease after he confesses his crime to 
Mumbi, Kihika's sister. Later, before he is to be honored 
as a hero at the Uhuru celebration, he momentarily considers 
running away from his destiny; he knows that the punishment 
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for his crime is death. Finally he gains a consciousness 
in accord with the nationalism of his people; he sees "the 
need to recognize the vulnerability and interdependence of all 
men".Although he never commits himself to the struggle 
during his life, Mugo makes a commitment through his choice 
of death. 
Karanja suffers less for being a traitor to his people 
than he does for his inability to gain Mumbi's love. Mumbi 
is the freedom fighter's sister, and the wife of the carpen¬ 
ter, Gikonyo. While Gikonyo is in detention camp, Karanja, 
who is a Homeguard Chief, helps keep Mumbi and her mother- 
in-law from starvation by bringing them bread and rice, 
which Mumbi reluctantly accepts. Even though he continually 
tries to ease her burden during the Emergency and she event¬ 
ually has a child by him (she conceives the child after he 
tells her that Gikonyo is returning from detention), he never 
is able to gain her respect or love. 
The fact that Karanja chooses to stay on the side of 
the powerful .—the British government and therefore the enemy 
of his people—indicates his perception of the forces at work 
in the society. He sees the colonialists as superior and 
invincibly powerful. In both his love for Mumbi and his awe 
for the white man, he is sincere. He stays in the village 
l^Leslie Monkman, "Kenya and the New Jerusalem in 
Grain of Wheat", in African Literature Today No. 7: Focus 
on Criticism, ed. E. Jones, (London: Heinemann, 1975), 
p. 115. 
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as a government officer so that he may be near Mumbi. He 
interprets the struggle personally, so that his choice is 
guided by a selfish individual desire to be happy. It does 
not occur to him that the Kenyans could even possibly win 
the war. Consequently, after the Emergency his fellow 
villagers look upon him as a traitor and suspect him of 
being Kihika's betrayer. His choice leads him to total 
alienation from his community. He cannot fit into the new 
society for he cannot reconcile it with his former belief 
in the invincibility of the colonialists. 
"Karanja's tragic failure, then, is to place the pos¬ 
itive value of human love above the independence movement 
at a historical moment when more was being demanded of him."13 
Thus one scholar(W. J. Howard) sees Karanja's love for Mumbi 
as the only reason for Karanja's political stance during the 
Emergency. This position does not take into account the fact 
that Karanja, as an opportunist, believes he has chosen the 
"winning side". 
Ultimately Karanja's individualistic outlook leads him 
to alienation and dismal failure. He tells Mumbi: "As for 
carrying a gun for the white men, well, a time will come 
when you too will know that every man in the world is alone, 
and fights alone, to live" (Grain, p. 128). In his limited 
perspective he cannot see the gradual entrenchment and build- 
13 Howard, p. 114. 
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up of a new African bureaucracy made up of an elite which 
will only replace the old one. He actually believes that a 
new order or new form of government is about to start with 
the Uhuru celebration. 
However, others survive to see the coming of an African 
bureaucracy which is almost as insensitive to the needs of 
the people of the village as the last one. One who learns 
this is Gikonyo, the estranged husband of Mumbi. 
Gikonyo, like the other main characters of Grain of 
Wheat, plays a significant role in the community. He takes 
"the oath," which means that he swears to be loyal to the 
struggle of his people and to help in the fight. However, 
in the detention camp, made vulnerable by love and concern 
for his wife, he breaks under continued pressure and harass¬ 
ment; he confesses the oath and is thereby released. Upon 
his return to the village, he discovers that his wife has 
had a child by Karanja, his rival during the days of his 
courtship. This adds to the inner torment he already feels 
from his confession of the oath. 
The oath that all the freedom fighters take is something 
that binds them to a spiritual and physical loyalty to their 
cause. Since Gikonyo confesses his oath to the British, he 
feels a deep guilt for what he has done. However, he, like 
Mugo, gains a more significant type of consciousness from 
the interrelationships of those about him. It is the revelation 
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of Mugo's guilt, combined with his own guilt, which eventually 
leads Gikonyo to the path of reconciliation with Mumbi. He 
ponders his role in the detention camps and during the war: 
What precisely had all these years brought him? At 
every thought he was pricked with guilt. Courage had 
failed him. He had confessed the oath in spite of vows 
to the contrary. What difference was there between him 
and Karanja or Mugo or those who had openly betrayed 
people and worked with the white man to save themselves? 
Mugo had the courage to face his guilt and loss every¬ 
thing, Gikonyo shuddered at the thought of losing every¬ 
thing. (Grain, p. 212). 
Although Gikonyo realizes that others have done worse things 
or have been outright traitors, he is most severe in his judge¬ 
ment upon himself; he cannot come to grips with his own weak¬ 
ness, but the realization of this weakness in himself and in 
others causes him to see the struggle from a clearer perspec¬ 
tive. Only then does he begin his attempt to understand what 
Mumbi has gone through while he was away. 
Gikonyo is an artisan turned merchant. Before the Emer¬ 
gency he was a carpenter, and afterwards he uses his skill and 
diligence to build up a business which makes him a leading 
citizen in the community. Although Gikonyo is a part of the 
budding post-independence African middle class, and is devel¬ 
oping the class outlook (which is why he 'shudders' at the 
thought of losing everything), it is apparent that Ngugi sees 
him as one of the future spokesmen and leaders of the commu¬ 
nity. This becomes clear because Gikonyo is the only surviving 
major character who begins to come to a clear or full under¬ 
standing of the social and political implications of the Mau 
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Mau rebellion. He sees that as a result of the war people 
are becoming aware of their weaknesses, that a new African 
bureaucracy is being formed, and that his political and 
economic position is changing. At the conclusion of the novel, 
Gikonyo is making plans for a symbolic gesture of reconcili¬ 
ation with his wife. He is going to complete the carving of 
a stool he intended to make for Mumbi as a wedding gift be¬ 
fore their strife. He will make one of the figures a woman 
"big with child" symbolic of the future fruitfulness—for 
his marriage, his business, his country. 
It is significant that one of the strongest characters 
in the novel is the woman, Mumbi. In some form her life 
interrelates with those of all the major characters. She 
suffers Gikonyo's neglect and wrath until he becomes physical¬ 
ly violent and verbally abusive. At that point her strength 
of character and mental independence compel her to assert 
herself and start to reconstruct her life, separate from 
Gikonyo if necessary. 
Although she is never a submissive and docile woman, 
Mumbi eventually becomes an independent, self-supporting, yet 
sensitive woman. The political conflict changes the order 
of her life so that she becomes a new Mumbi, strong and wise. 
She perceives the struggle as an unpleasant part of people's 
lives, and therefore she does not shrink from her political 
duty. When the women of the village ask her to get Mugo to 
speak at the Uhuru celebration, she goes, even though it will 
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involve her directly with her estranged husband. She even 
gains courage from the fact that she may succeed where he 
has failed. (Gikonyo had earlier asked Mugo to come and 
Mugo had refused.) But her overall perception of the con¬ 
flict which disrupts their lives is that it is something that 
they all must assess and learn from, not something to dwell 
on. She tells Warui and Wambui, an old couple who have 
fought long and hard for independence: "Perhaps we should 
not worry too much about the meeting ^the Uhuru celebration 
where the people learn that their hero is their greatest 
traitorj ... or... about Mugo. We have got to live" (Grain, 
p. 210). The trials of the past must serve as a road to the 
future. 
Mumbi's consciousness grows in the process of the 
physical and mental hardships of the Emergency and the pain 
and guilt she feels in her marriage to Gikonyo. She gains a 
wider perspective of her role as a woman in society. At one 
point she tells her parents: "....if you don't want me in 
this hut, tell me at once, and I with my child will go to 
Nairobi or anywhere else...I may be a woman, but even a co¬ 
wardly bitch fights back when cornered against a wall" (Grain, 
p. 158). Mumbi knows that she has the will and the strength 
to survive on her own. She also acquires an understanding of 
human social relationships; she disciplines Gikonyo in his 
hastiness for explanations. He could have taken the time and 
patience to ask months before. "No Gikonyo. People try to 
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rub out things, but they cannot. Things are not that easy. 
What has passed between us is too much to be passed over in 
a sentence" (Grain, p. 213). She further shows her great 
strength of character and principled determination to handle 
this very sensitive situation as she goes on to say: "We need 
to talk, to open our hearts to one another and then, examine 
them, and then together plan the future we want...." (Grain, 
p. 213). Therefore, Mumbi's broadened consciousness leads 
her to a more equal position in her marriage, and perhaps 
in society. 
The Mau Mau rebellion and its intensification bring 
increased psychological as well as physical torment to the 
participants in this historical conflict. In the cases of 
Njoroge at the beginning of the conflict and of the characters 
in Grain of Wheat on the eve of independence, all examine 
their lives in relationship to the struggle and the disrupted 
community. Each must live with and contend with some form 
of guilt or self-doubt arising from their perception and their 
role during the war. In both novels Ngugi deals with the 
psychological complexities that the war causes in the human 
mind. Njoroge never achieves the consciousness of himself 
as part of a wider movement in Kenyan society and the world. 
But for the people of Thaibai, in Grain of Wheat, Mau Mau 
becomes a living, breathing, explainable, and necessary move¬ 
ment, motivated and controlled by the will of a people for 
freedom. But in the process, self-preservation must be main- 
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tained. What each character does to survive during the war 
is the major cause of individual conflict in the novels. 
All of Ngugi's characters take a stand on the political 
issue, a view developed from their position in the society. 
This is most difficult for Njoroge because he is a student 
and cannot see how he fits into the economic and social 
processes of society. Therefore he remains alienated. Others 
consciously or reluctantly involved themselves in order to 
achieve freedom (Kihika) or personal happiness (Karanja). 
Whether or not they succeed is always determined by how cor¬ 
rect is their perception of the historical movement and by 
the consequent role they take in the conflict. 
The wretchedness, torture, and sometimes destruction 
that the rebellion brings to the human psyche is evident in 
Ngugi's characterization; but the strength of the human spirit 
remains foremost. 
CHAPTER III 
Politics and Struggle; The Contemporary Situation 
In a discussion of African Literature Nadine Gordimer 
states : 
. . , in African literature politics does not occur 
as a vulgar interruption of the more exalted pursuits 
of life, but as fate. Novels of political action—the 
struggle for internal power that follows independence— 
this theme lies right at the centre of this motivation; 
comes right from the heart of this fate.l 
It becomes clear to any reader of the novels, plays, and 
short stories of Ngugi that politics is an inescapable and ever 
present part of his literature. In Grain of Wheat it is the 
movement to arrest the power of the colonial government which 
pervades and dominates the lives of the people during the 
rebellion. Afterwards it is the observance of new roles and 
new power configurations which adds new conflicts and dynamics 
to their lives. Ngugi’s four novels well illustrate the poli¬ 
tics of twentieth century Kenyan history. The River Between 
covers the initial period of colonization, exposing the con¬ 
flicts of cultures and of political systems. Weep Not, Child 
deals with the period leading up to the armed struggle and the 
first years of rebellion. Grain of Wheat continues the expli¬ 
cation of the Mau Mau rebellion following through to immediate 
post-independence. His fourth novel, Petals of Blood, gives a 
detailed look at post-independence politics. In the previous 
discussion of the novels, some aspects of the political issue 
^Nadine Gordimer, The Black Interpreters, (Johannesburg: 
Raven, 1976), p. 36. 
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have been examined. The primary focus at this point will be 
the issue of politics as it appears in the contemporary set¬ 
ting of independent Kenya in Petals of Blood. 
The social upheaval or social movement of each his¬ 
torical period in Kenya shapes the consciousness of the people 
who become part of these movements. The African peasants and 
villagers who fight in the Mau Mau rebellion acquire a consci¬ 
ousness which has a collective goal, namely that all Kenyans 
will be able to live and prosper in an independent Kenya 
governed by Africans. For those who were not directly in¬ 
volved in warfare there still exists the observance of the 
change from colonialism to independence; in one way or an¬ 
other everyone is involved. So it is in the contemporary 
situation. The type of consciousness one possesses, the 
social forces at work within the society, and the involve¬ 
ment of the individual in a movement for change or in a 
struggle just for mere survival—all of this is part of the 
general political situation which the characters in Ngugi's 
novels face. Everyone of them is involved, although some 
take a greater part than others. 
In The River Between the political life (the power 
relationships) of the two villages is interupted and segmented 
by the introduction of Christianity. The tribal council 
made up of the elders, supposedly the wise of the village, 
constitutes the policy making body. The devout Christian 
minister is as authoritarian and as narrow-minded as the 
-52- 
council; neither can bring the two villages to a realistic 
and promising future. The council offers outmoded traditional 
customs, and the Christians offer putative self-effacement 
and servitude. 
The only rational demand for change comes from the three 
young people whose parents are the leaders of the conflicting 
ways. Chege, Waiyaki's father, has the vision to see that 
the conflict will bring continued retrogression to his 
people. Thus he sends his son to the white man's school to 
learn his ways and to be wise enough to make use of them 
when necessary. The most significant acts of rebellion come 
from the two daughters of the devout Christian preacher. 
They both leave their father to do what is necessary for their 
happiness. Unlike Waiyaki, who only becomes aware of the 
seriousness of the situation when it is too late, these 
two young women fully recognize the severity of their actions. 
Though each of the religions (traditional Gikuyu and Christianity), 
professes to foster the well being of its followers and to 
insure a healthy, fruitful life, this is exactly what it 
prevents these young people from obtaining. 
The social implications of the conflict in The River 
Between were initially addressed by Ngugi because of his own 
, O 
problems with Christianity and Gikuyu tradition. However, 
the author came to renounce his Christianity and its usefulness 
2 
Howard, p. 97. 
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in the process of the writing of the novel. Thus the novel 
becomes the story of the religious and political ideals of 
the young caught in the midst of a power struggle between 
western religion and Gikuyu tradition. 
Muthoni, Waiyaki, and Nyambura become martyrs, but 
Ngugi explicitly points out the villagers' recognition of their 
own guilt as well as their self-righteous accusations. 
They went away quickly, glad that he, Waiyaki, was 
hidden by the darkness. For they did not want to 
look at the Teacher and they did not want to read 
their guilt in one another's faces. Neither did 
they want to speak to one another, for they knew 
full well what they had done to Waiyaki and yet 
they did not want to know (The River Between, p. 152). 
Waiyaki's quest is not a religious one it is a political 
quest for the type of freedom enjoyed by his ancestors. 
Through the use of education and political unity, he wishes 
to recapture this freedom by driving the European out of 
this land. Such is Waiyaki's dream. But Waiyaki is ahead 
of his time and unable to persuade others because of his 
youth and their apprehension about change. The strength 
and courage that he and Nyambura display is the face of their 
enemies are perhaps the best weapons that they possess, but 
the guilt of the others will eventually lead them to self- 
criticism. The villagers are not ready for change or com¬ 
promise. "The 'grain' in Waiyaki's blood can find fulfill¬ 
ment only when people are prepared to confront their past 
^Howard, p. 107. 
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realistically and cooperate to create a flourishing nation."^ 
The problems of limited scope and theme do not hinder 
the perspective of Grain of Wheat as they do The River 
Between, and Weep Notf Child. The political theme of Grain 
of Wheat is multifaceted and complex, like the struggle it 
details. The characters who see the need to elevate Mugo, 
the introspective traitor, to the status of hero are shocked 
to discover their error. The naive and romantic notions of 
Uhuru begin to fade even before the celebration of inde¬ 
pendence. Mugo's confession is only part of this process. 
Gikonyo and his partners learn that certain well-placed 
Kenyans are amassing wealth and land which should go to 
the people who fought the war. The old couple, Warui and 
Wambui, observe that independence is not what they thought 
it would be, since so much struggle remains to build an 
independent society. 
Politics, then is a very important subject of this 
novel: Mau Mau politics, village politics, and Ngugi's 
politics. Through the characterization of Kihika, Ngugi wishes 
to present the political understanding of the leading freedom 
fighters. For the fighters there is the war for control of 
the Kenyan land; the conflict is between them and the colon¬ 
ialists. They see a clear cut division in loyalties: one 
is either on the side of Kenyan freedom or one is an enemy 
^Leslie Monkman, "Kenya and the New Jerusalem in Grain 
of Wheat," In African Literature Today*No.7, ed. Eldred Jones, 
(London: Heinemann, 1975), p. 113. 
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of the people. However, they do not see the development 
of the pernicious African bureaucracy, which is one of their 
political weaknesses. 
Many villagers do not see the issues as clearly as the 
freedom fighters, for they see the war in terms of its im¬ 
mediate interruptions of their daily lives. This is why 
Kihika's girlfriend, Wambuku, never is able to understand 
him or his cause. She sees only that the war separates 
her from the man she loves. Others, such as Karanja and 
his fellow Kenyans in the Homeguard, see the war as a tem¬ 
porary political conflict which they are sure that the 
British will win. However, after the Kenyans win their 
independence from Britain, Karanja does not perceive that 
the new power structure is similar to the old one. The 
basic issues of land, employment, and people's rights remain 
the same political and economic issues that were at stake 
during the war for independence. They remain in a large 
degree unresolved. 
The degree to which the political issues continue 
unresolved or become further exacerbated comes to the fore¬ 
front in Petals of Blood. The people of the initially small 
town of Ilmorog get no help from the independent government 
until they make a long trek on foot to the city to tell their 
representative of the drought and near starvation in their 
remote district. The town has mostly women, children, and 
old people as its inhabitants, since the young men and some 
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of the young women have left to seek work and excitement in the 
city. Even the sheep herders leave after the drought becomes 
severe; they must have grasslands for their herds. 
Karega, the young school teacher, is the person who initiates 
the idea of the journey, but it is the old woman, Nyakinua, 
who convinces the elders of the town that they should under¬ 
take the mission. As Nyakinua speaks, she clearly distinguishes 
the political forces of the past and the presents. 
....There was a time when things happened the way 
we in Ilmorog wanted them to happen. We had power 
over the movement of our limbs. We made up our own 
words and sang them and we danced to them. But 
there came a time when this power was taken from us. 
We danced yes, but somebody else called out the words 
and the song. First the Wazungu. They sent trains 
here from out there. They ate our forests. What 
did they give us in return? Then they sent for our 
young men. They went on swallowing our youth. Ours 
is only to bear in order for the city to take. In 
the war against Wazungu we gave our blood. A sacri¬ 
fice. Why? Because we wanted to be able to sing 
our song, and dance our words in fullness of head 
and stomach. But what happened? They have continued 
to entice our youth away. What do they send us in 
return? (Petals, p. 115). 
She tells of the effect of colonialism, World War II, and 
the Mau Mau war on Ilmorog. She goes on to criticize the 
government representatives elected after independence. 
Then they send us messengers who demand twelve 
shillings and fifty cents for what? They send 
others with strange objects and they tell us they 
are measuring a big road. Where is the road? 
They send us others who come every now and then to 
take taxes: others to buy our produce except when 
there is drought and famine. The MP also came once 
and made us give two shillings each for Harambee 
water. Have seen we seen him since? (Petals, p. 116). 
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Nyakinua's speech gives a capsulized view of the Ilmorog 
villagers' political situation. They have an African gov¬ 
ernment representative, Nderi wa Riera, who is not aware that 
the people in his district are starving due to drought. 
The villagers make the long trek to see Riera because they 
still have faith in the government. 
All of the four major characters of the novel make the 
journey to the city. Munira, the middle class failure and 
headmaster of the Ilmorog school, Wanja, the barmaid and 
sometime prostitute, Abdulla, the tavern keeper ex-freedom 
fighter, and Karega, the young school teacher, who eventually 
turns to union organizing are all immigrants to Ilmorog. 
But each is instrumental in the change that takes place in 
the town. Each suffers in one way or another due to the 
irresponsive and insensitive governmental manueverings which 
bring profit seeking officials and merchants to Ilmorog. 
These profit seekers are the ones who turn Ilmorog into a 
bustling city complete with its own shanty town. 
Through a series of flashbacks the story of Munira, 
Karega, Abdulla, and Wanja unfolds. Neo-colonial politics 
is the deciding factor in their lives because its influence 
limits them, and hence shapes the daily workings of their 
lives. Their economic and political situation even interferes 
with their relationships with each other, for after the old 
Ilmorog disappears, the New Ilmorog destroys what once was— 
including the human relationships that exist between some of 
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the villagers and their families. 
Wanja, like Mumbi in Grain of Wheat, is a pivotal 
character who has some form of influence or some type of 
relationship with all the male characters. However, her 
sexual exploitation is more humiliating and dehumanizing.' Her 
economic exploitation is only slightly less degrading than 
her continual sexual abuse. A man who later becomes one 
of the wealthy merchants and directors of the New Ilmorog 
Brewery is the person who initially seduces her while she 
is still a school girl. It is this affair with Kimeria 
which leads her to leave her parents' home to find a life in 
the city. She leaves because she is pregnant. The baby, 
which she kills in desperation, haunts her for the rest of 
her life, and she continually tries to become pregnant again. 
In the city she encounters only further shame, humiliation, 
and lechery. But she is unable to return home, so she becomes 
a barmaid in the city. She leaves the city eventually to go 
live with her grandmother, Nyakinua, in the isolated, dusty 
town, Ilmorog. She is once again drawn to the city in order 
to get money to build a home in Ilmorog. This time is as un¬ 
successful as the first. The third time she goes, it is with 
the group of citizens of Ilmorog seeking aid from the drought. 
Even at this point on the journey she becomes a victim of the 
same man who initially seduced her. 
The group stops at Kimeria's house on the way to the 
city because the young adopted brother of Abdulla is seriously 
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ill and needs attention. After stopping at a minister's 
house where they are offered only spiritual advice instead 
of medicine, food, and shelter, they stop at the politician's 
home. But Munira freezes at the door and cannot bring him¬ 
self to ask for aid. When they finally come to Kimeria's 
house, Kimeria has his men detain Karega and Njuguna (an elder 
of the town). He releases them after he forces Wanja to 
trade her body for their release. Kimeria points out to 
her how his position as a landowner and businessman with 
connections gives him the power to manipulate the political 
system. He tells her: 
You will not leave this place until I say so. 
I could lift that telephone and have you all arrested 
and charged with the offence of trespassing in Blue 
Hills. You could be remaned in custody for over six 
months. All we need, for the sake of a semblance of 
justice, is to keep on making you appear in court for 
mention. We are law-abiding citizens (Petals, p. 153). 
It is ironic that the very people he threatens to arrest are 
law abiding citizens seeking to exercise their constitutional 
rights, the same citizens who fought for and supported efforts 
for independence, an independence which has allowed Kimeria 
to acquire his huge house and farm lands. 
Eventually the corrupt political and economic system 
deal Wanja another unjust turn which causes her fateful de¬ 
cision, which in turn leads to the death of Kimeria, Chui 
(Headmaster at the Siriana Mission School and brewery board 
member), and Mzigo (director of the local public schools and 
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brewery board member). Wanja and Abdulla create a thriving 
business by selling the locally made alcoholic drink Theng'eta, 
but eventually they are driven out of business by the large 
corporate merchants. They are cheated out of their land 
and business because they cannot compete with the big businesses 
or the government backers of big business. Wanja's dream of 
a nice house on her grandmother's land in Ilmorog again eludes 
her. She becomes a victim again. 
At this point Wanja decides to capitalize on her own 
exploitation. In order to get the money to buy back her 
grandmother's property which is about to be taken like the 
property of most of the residents of the old Ilmorog, she builds 
a cottage and sets herself up as a prostitute and procuress, 
with women working for her. Thus the political system which 
supports the foreign owned big business and the theft of local 
property leads her to become one of the exploiters. Although 
she gains notoriety, wealth, and social standing, her survival 
is based upon the sexual exploitation of women. 
Wanja finds that her life is caught in the whole pattern 
of disillusionment which the people of the old Ilmorog 
encounter. She, like the others, trusts the new order of 
the country to better the life of its citizens. However, 
with the continual evidence that her life is producing only 
material wealth, instead of the growth of human life and 
spirit, she decides to put an end to her prostitution business. 
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She also decides that Abdulla is the man best suited to be 
her mate. Therefore, she invites Kimeria, Chui, and Mzigo 
to her house on the same night to make the announcement, 
since these three men have constantly vied for her attention 
and favor. Her plans are disrupted because Munira, in a re¬ 
ligious frenzy, sets fire to her house. She does take final 
vengence on Kimeria though, for she stabs him with the knife 
which she is using to prepare his food. After the fire no 
one suspects that he was stabbed to death before the fire, so 
that after Wanja is no longer suspected of setting the fire, 
she is the only person who knows the truth about the cause 
of Kimeria's death. 
Although Munira intends to end Wanja's life, he act¬ 
ually aids in her resolution to start over, since she does 
not perish in the fire. Munira does this supposedly to 
save Karega from the evil influence of Wanja. In his dis¬ 
illusionment and confusion over the new Ilmorog community 
Munira turns to religion for the answer to his problems of 
alienation. His belief constitutes a type of fanaticism 
which allows him to see the society only in terms of simplis¬ 
tic good and evil. 
Munira's alienation initially results from his wish to 
elevate himself above the Ilmorog townspeople. As a school 
teacher, he feels himself important and esteemed in the 
community, even though at first it is an isolated, desolate 
and small community. After he is appointed Headmaster at 
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the school, he seeks help in teaching. He hires Karega who 
has been expelled from the Siriana Mission School, just as 
Munira had been years before. 
Between the two teachers there is a distinct difference 
in political and social perspective. There is also a great 
difference in their upbringing since Munira is from a well- 
to-do propertied family and Karega's parents were squatters 
on Munira's father's land. Munira's early life was one of 
complacency and comfort, with his one act of rebellion being 
his participation in the strike at the mission school. But 
he later regrets even that action at the school and never 
acquires any fighting spirit or sense of purpose in his life. 
His fondest hope is to become an esteemed Headmaster in the 
Ilmorog community, so that he can impress his family and him¬ 
self. This wish of Munira's is far from the aspirations of 
Karega. 
Even though Karega's parents were only squatters, Karega 
was able to score high enough in school to be admitted to the 
Siriana Mission School. From his life as a squatter's son 
he learns about the more sordid side of life in the inde¬ 
pendent Kenya. Unlike Munira, who never develops a radical 
outlook, Karega searches for a means to change the poverty 
and desolateness he sees about him. This is why Munira becomes 
an alcoholic religious fanatic, while Karega turns to worker 
organization and constructive action. Upon his return to 
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Ilmorog after many years, Karega helps to organize the factory 
workers at the Theng'eta brewery. For this reason he is one 
of the people suspected of setting fire to Wanja's house. 
Karega's disillusionment with the political order leads him 
to a view that the society must be changed through revolution. 
The strike of factory workers is only a starting point. 
Karega's political activism leads to a final break with 
Wanja after his return to Ilmorog. The fact that Wanja has 
been instrumental in helping to turn Ilmorog into a thriving 
metropolis drives an irretrievable wedge into their once in¬ 
timate relationship. When Wanja warns him that the government's 
political machine—the KCO—plans to eliminate him because of 
his strike organization and his opposition to their platform, 
which promotes tribalism, he tell her: 
They are bound to fail. Can't you see: we the 
workers, the poor peasants, the ordinary people, the 
masses are now too awake to be deceived about tribal 
loyalties, regional assemblies, glorious pasts...when 
we are starving and we are jobless or else living on 
miserable pay. Do you think we shall let foreign com¬ 
panies, banks, insurances—all that—and the local rich 
with their Theng'eta companies, the new black landlords 
with their massive land-holdings and numerous houses— 
so you think people will let a combination of these two 
classes and their spokesmen in parliament, at universities, 
in schools, in churches and with all their armies and 
police to guard their interests—do you think that we 
shall let these owners of stolen property continue lord¬ 
ing it over us forever?...We shall no longer let others 
reap where they never planted, harvest where they never 
cultivated, take to their banks from where they never 
sweated (Petals, p. 326). 
Karega predicts an uprising of "the poor, the dispossessed, 
the working millions and poor peasants" who will "....with 
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guns and swords and organization.... change the condition of 
their oppression. They seize the wealth which rightly belongs 
to them" (Petals, p. 327). He goes on to tell Wanja that her 
position is on the side of the KCO because of her business, 
her wealth, and her affiliation with the corrupt politicians 
and businessmen. He views the political situation of the 
poor and working people of New Ilmorog as a link in the chain 
of worldwide opposition to oppression and exploitation. In 
his view the Ilmorog strike is part of a Pan-African and 
international movement against imperialists. 
Karega's once idealistic beliefs about love and life 
evolve into a materialist belief in socialism. In his sin¬ 
cere but didactic speech to Wanja, he proclaims his alliance 
with the oppressed people of Kenya and all of Africa. 
Karega is probably the most politically advanced or 
radical character in the novels of Ngugi, for even though 
Abdulla was once a courageous freedom fighter and sees the 
poverty and deterioration of human life and spirit about him, 
he can understand neither the overall workings in modern Kenya 
nor why they continually wreck his life. After his business 
with Wanja collapses under the pressure of the new and powerful 
foreign merchants, his life deteriorates until he is left as 
a drunken orange peddler. At this wretched point in his life 
he and Wanja begin a romantic relationship which starts his 
rise from the mire. 
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Abdulla plans to avenge the death of the freedom fighter, 
Ndinguri, Karega's brother, by killing Kimeria, the man who 
betrayed Ndinguri. He never gets the chance to kill Kimeria 
because of the fire and the fact that Kimeria is already 
dead before the fire. But it is indicated that he and Wanja 
will get a chance to start over or, perhaps, to pick up the 
pieces of their lives, because Wanja realizes that she is 
pregnant with Abdulla's child. Even though Karega talks of 
revolution and change, it is Abdulla who has actually fought in 
the war for independence; he lost his leg in the Mau Mau 
war therefore it is significant and perhaps symbolic that 
it is Abdulla who is the father of Wanja's long awaited child. 
In this novel more than in any of the previous novels 
of Ngugi, the author takes pains to explain all the facets 
of the political life of the people. He shows the corruption, 
and the implication of this process for the lives of the 
millions of other Kenyans. Petals of Blood primarily deals 
with modern Kenya, but the span of the story encompasses the 
whole spectrum of Kenyan history, since Ngugi believes, as 
Karega states, "To understand the present....you must under¬ 
stand the past. To know where you are, you must know where 
you come from...." (Petals, p. 128). The political history 
of Kenya is a continual process, and therefore Ngugi attempts 
to give an unfolding view of the influence of the past on the 
present and the future. 
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New Ilmorog is like the flower that Munira's student 
discovers which has "....Petals of blood-....It has no stigma 
or pistils....nothing inside" (Petals, p. 21). The society 
and life of the people is "worm-eaten" like the flower, by 
political corruption and imperialistic greed. Munira tell 
his students, "....This is a worm-eaten flower A flower 
can also become this colour if it's prevented from reaching 
the light" (Petals, p. 22). Although Munira is not aware 
of the analogy and of the contribution he can make to the 
larger Kenyan society, the symbolism of his speech remains. 
The crucial speech that Karega makes to Wanja calls for the 
elimination of those who keep the Kenyan people from being 
'fruitful' and 'reaching the light' (Petals, p. 326). 
The progression of the political theme in Ngugi's novels 
can be traced to its widest usage in Petals of Blood. However, 
the initial point is made in The River Between, since Waiyaki 
sees the political disunity that accompanies the western form 
of government and religion. For the people of Thaibai in Grain 
of Wheat and for the people of Ilmorog, politics is fate be¬ 
cause the political and social upheaval that surrounds their 
lives continually directs or disrupts the daily course of these 
same lives. Their consciousness and their involvement evolve 
from their determination and perception of the political forces 
at work in their communities. Some choose to be on the side 
of the elite power structure, while others try to sort out their 
personal problems. Still others choose to become active mem- 
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bers of the movement for change. Whatever the characters' 
choices may be, they are all involved in the political 
process, and their involvement reflects their race, class, 
and nationality. 
CONCLUSION 
The effect of political transition and social upheaval 
upon the psychological perception of the Kenyan communities 
of his novels is a theme which surfaces consistently in 
the writing of Ngugi. In his critical essays as well as 
in his fiction the complexities of life during periods of 
social change becomes the substance of his development. The 
consciousness of the people of his fictional Kenyan society 
develops directly from their position in that society. Ngu- 
gi's political perspective, his view of the responsiblity of 
the African writer, his characterization, and his stylistic 
development are key aspects in the examination of his works 
in regards to the issues of politics and consciousness. 
Ngugi states his views on some of the political and 
cultural issues facing African societies clearly and cogently 
in his collection of essays Homecoming. He sees a need for 
an econmic system which will be responsive to the needs of 
the majority of the Kenyan people while it will also encourage 
the cultural expressions of the people. Cultural expressions 
of a society must serve a functional role in the movement for 
social change, according to Ngugi. From this stance he 
criticizes Christianity, which has been used as a means to 
stifle indigenous Gikuyu culture and ritual. He also gives 
examples of the use of Christianity as a type of pacification 
technique to secure Kenyan acceptance of European domination. 
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From the portrait of the self-righteous European missionaries 
in his early short stories, to the pretentious, condescending 
African minister of Petals of Blood, Ngugi gives the short¬ 
comings and misuses of Christian doctrine. However, he does 
not wholly condemn this religion, but cautions against its 
uses as another means of exploitation. 
Ngugi's view of the role of the African writer has a 
direct relationship to his ideas on culture. Just as he 
believes culture should be functional, he demands that the 
artist serve a purpose in the social movement of the day. 
This means that the African artist, writer, and intellectual 
should act as an interpreter and voice of the people involved 
in social movement. 
Reaction to and interaction with the political and 
economic forces within a community in social transition are 
the primary focus of Weep Not, Child and Grain of Wheat. 
Ngugi's characterizations display various levels of political 
consciousness from that of a traitor to that of a revolutionary 
fighter. However, the perception of the character in his 
daily environment and his view of the overall struggle for 
independence determine his role during the Emergency and 
afterwards. This consciousness also leads to the self- 
examination of the individuals whose lives have been disrupted. 
Some end in confusion, frustration, or guilt such as Njoroge 
and Karanja, while others gain greater understanding of life 
and human relationships, such as Gikonyo and Mumbi. 
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After colonization political and economic independence 
continue to be an important issue of survival.. The contem¬ 
porary complexities of political life and economic survival 
in a thriving city bring the subject of the interaction of 
political power with consciousness to the forefront in the 
novel, Petals of Blood. In the characterization of Wanja's 
life and in the portrait of the grievances of the Ilmorog 
Brewery workers, various forms of exploitation come into 
full view. Each of the four major characters of Petals of 
Blood must contend with the changing social climate by 
trying to adapt to the faster pace of the new city, or by 
becoming part of the movement to secure the rights of the 
workers. In the process of the transition, Munira, Abdulla, 
and Wanja suffer because of the alienation which modernization 
causes them to experience. Karega suffers less because he 
joins the striking workers at the brewery and talks of 
revolutionary change. 
In the examination of literary works, the success or 
failure of the works as artistic endeavors is an important 
issue of criticism. In the writing of such a writer as Ngugi 
there is an equally important aspect which results from the 
author's own demand that the work be of some significance 
to the movement of African peoples for social change. Ngugi's 
works are complex moving portrayals of human relationships 
and the intricacies of the human psychological outlook. Yet 
they are also effective political statements. There is no 
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incompatibility between the two aspects. His deep regard 
for human life and love pervades his works and cements the 
union of political and artistic intent. Similarly Ngugi 
demands that the Black critic take a stand on the side of 
the people. 
We want the kind of critic who can really see the 
significance of those involved in the struggle. In 
other words, we want someone who is on the side of 
the people. To me, this seems fundamental and basic. 
The critic should review, comment on every work from 
the point of view of how far it is to a particular 
point of struggle, and how far that work returns 
that realization. Because no matter how beautiful 
a work is, if it is not returning the people's 
struggle or march toward self-realization as a peo¬ 
ple, then the work cannot be good. We cannot go on 
praising the works of critics who are cutting our 
people's throats.^ 
In his own writing Ngugi acts as this sort of critic. 
Even though all the characters are sensitively portrayed, 
there can be no doubt that the author-narrator sympathizes 
with the freedom fighters in A Grain of Wheat and with the 
workers in Petals of Blood. This is facilitated by the 
narrator's inclusion of himself as one of the villagers at 
2 
occasional points m A Grain of Wheat. This collective 
"we", gives the author-narrator's opinion, emphasizes his 
identification with the characters, and facilitates a paral¬ 
lel empathy in the reader. 
^Bettye Parker, "An Interview with Ngugi wa Thiong'o," 
First World 2.2 (1979): 58. 
2 
See Grain of Wheat, pp. 57, 155, 162. 
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Transition is the major focus of each of Ngugi's novels, 
for it is some form of social transition which forms the basis 
of each plot. Each of these novels details some difficult 
phase in the evolution of Kenyan society. In each struggle 
the people are trying to achieve something or recapture 
something which has been taken from them. In the world of 
Ngugi's novels, this struggle is always some form of effort; 
it continues even after independence because the people are 
still bound by neo-colonialism. In The River Between the 
initial disruption of the communities erupts into a struggle 
for power, and the novel ends with an unsettling picture of 
the future. War and community destruction are shown as the 
repercussions of a later struggle against colonial power in 
Weep Not, Child. In Grain of Wheat the psychological, moral, 
and physical aspects of anti-colonial struggle are examined 
with panoramic scope and yet with precise detail. Petals of 
Blood applies the same comprehensive precision to political 
and economic aspects of struggle in the neo-colonial context. 
Therefore, the collective "we", the view of transition, and 
the observance of societal change are all a part of the 
struggle which Ngugi writes about. 
Typically in Ngugi's novels, as each character is drawn 
into the struggle of his times, the psychological impact of 
the disruption reshapes his beliefs and destroys idealistic 
dreams. In each of Ngugi's novels, the characters reveal 
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their perception of themselves and of the social upheaval 
in their society. Whether their consciousness is limited 
or broad depends upon their society and upon their develop¬ 
ment or lack of development of political insight regarding 
issues before them. For example, in Weep Not, Child 
Njoroge's inability to access the happenings of his time 
leads to his attempted suicide; he gets a chance to start 
over only because he does not have the will power to take 
his own life. In Grain of Wheat Gikonyo and Mumbi suffer 
a complete disruption of their idyllic marriage because 
of the Mau Mau war. However, they eventually come to a newer 
greater understanding of life and love, due to their broad¬ 
ened consciousness, as indicated in several ways, including 
their plans to discuss their misconceptions of the past. 
In Petals of Blood Karega renounces his once treasured idea 
of romantic love, in order to apply his full mind and body 
to promoting the cause of freedom through worker and peasant 
action and solidarity. Each of these people reacts to the 
social upheaval about him, defines the situation according 
to the level of his consciousness, and acts in accord with 
his own political or apolitical motivation. 
Ngugi,the artist is guided by his own political conscious 
ness and perspective in just the same way as the people in 
his fictional world, and he has the courage to actively 
attempt to live up to his demands of the African artist. 
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